INTRODUCTION
In an ed itorial co m m en t in the South A frican Journal of Physiotherapy (41(1):1991), D avids posed the following question: "W h ere do w e stand in this cou ntry w ith regard to rehabilita tion ?" "D o w e m an age to rehabilitate our patients fully?" "D o w e even try ?" She goes on to say that the tim e has com e for the profession to d evote m ore attention and effort to the "rehabilita tion scen e". 1 The authors w ere of the opinion that these questions could not be answ ered in a m eaningful w ay unless physiotherapists could define rehabili ta tion accurately. This prom p ted us to do an assess m ent of South A frican physiotherapists' understanding and per ception of rehabilitation, as well as their ability to define the term "rehabilitation".
The aim of the 1990's is, according to Nadolsky, an "all out effort" to im prove, to the greatest possible extent, the quality of patients' lives through rehabilitation2. In order to provide reha bilitation services that will achieve this goal, it becom es essential to carefully define rehabilitation.
The m ost recent definition of rehabilitation by the W H O in cludes both preventative and curative m easures as well as involv ing the patient and his fam ily in the rehabilitation p rocess3. The definition of rehabilitation by C aradoc-D avies and Disler (1990), w e feel best describes the w hole concept of rehabilitation4. In this definition rehabilitation is divided into three distinctive phases, nam ely; • restorativerehabilitation • m edical rehabilitation • disability m anagem ent.
The restorative p hase em bodies p rim ary clinical treatm ent together w ith curative and preventative m easures, the aim being to plan and achieve early discharge of the patient in an optimal functional state. M edical rehabilitation aim s at reducing the dis ability and handicap w hich occur secondary to im pairm ents. Disability m anagem ent w ould enable those patients w ith a dis ability to lead a satisfactory lifestyle within the limits of the resources available to them.
The authors decided to evaluate the perception and definition of rehabilitation by physiotherapists in the sam ple, against this definition. The questionnaire w as form ulated w ith the aid of a psycholog ist from the D epartm ent of Psychology of the University of the fABSTRACT Î n response to questions in an editorial comment by L Davids in the South African Journal of Physiotherapy in February 1991, a questionnaire was sent out to 450 physiotherapists to determine their perception and understanding of rehabilitation. Respondents were also requested to define rehabilitation. The questionnaire was completed by 131 physiotherapists, giving a re sponse rate of 29%. On analysis of the questionnaire it became evident that the respondents had a limited and superficial understanding of rehabilitation. Despite this, they were of the opinion that a large percentage of ttjeir work involved rehabilitation, and they were in fact, the most important Members of the rehabilitation team. In view of the findings of the questionnaire the authors agree with Davids that more attention and effort should be devoted to the "rehabilitation scene". In the physiotherapists' definition of rehabilitation, the con cepts of function, m ental ability m axim u m independence and physical aspects of rehabilitation w ere identified as the m ost im portant (Table I) .
METHOD

In o rd er to establish the physiotherapists' perceptions of reha bilitation and their ability to define rehabilitation, a questionnaire w as distributed am ongst qualified physiotherapists. A random selection w as m ade from a list, obtained from the South African
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DISCUSSION
O f the 450 questionnaires sent out, only 131 w ere com pleted (29% ). The authors assum e that the p oor response cou ld h ave been d u e to a num ber of factors:
The questionnaire w as distributed o v er the D ecem ber holidays w hen m an y people are aw ay on vacation.
Judging from the num ber of questionnaires th at w ere incom plete (14) w e can only assu m e th at the subjects did n ot h ave a clear enough understanding o f rehabilitation to respond. In none of these 14 questionnaires did the subjects attem p t to define rehabili tation in their ow n w ords. A gain one can only assu m e that, seeing that they had m ad e the effort to retu rn the questionnaire, they w ere actually unable to define rehabilitation.
The authors feel that a better response w ould h ave been ob tained had the questions been asked in the form of an interview . This is consistent with the view s of the H u m an Sciences Research Council.
Results concerning the age of participants show ed that m ost respondents w ere fifty years and youn ger, 50% being betw een the ages tw enty to thirty-four years (Figure 1) . The grou p w ith the highest num ber of respondents w ere the age grou p 25-29 years. This grou p represents the actively involved, w orking grou p of physiotherapists.
Qf ou r respondents, 45% w orked in provincial hospitals and 31% w orked in p rivate p ractices. In provincial hospitals, there is m uch greater em phasis on acute care than there is on any other aspect o f rehabilitation. Patients are d ischarged from hospital before rehabilitation is com plete and there are v e ry few rehabili tation centres in South Africa to w h ich they can be referred.
A ccordin g to ou r results the m ajority o f o u r respondents w orked m ainly w ith acute cases and had not been qualified for longer than five y e a rs. O n the b asis o f th ese facts, th e S ou th A frican physiotherapists' inability to define rehabilitation can be ex plained.
In ord er to assess p hysiotherapists' perception and under standing of rehabilitation the respondents w ere asked to define rehabilitation in their ow n w ord s. This definition w as analysed by determ ining the frequency w ith w hich certain con cep ts appeared in the definitions. These con cep ts w ere subsequently ranked in order of frequency of ap pearance ( Table 1) .
The term "functional ability" w as m ost com m on ly mentioned in the definition of rehabilitation w hile the physical ability of the patient w as also regard ed as im portant. This clearly indicates that physiotherapists feel that they deal prim arily w ith the physical 
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